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The first French settlers had come to America in
the hope of discovering a passage to the east, or at
least of finding in the new land gold or other precious
metals. For lack of these they were forced to fall back
on the fur trade. That second best, however, was no
privation when one considers the place that this traffic
held in the economic life of New France. Then, too,
for Cartier, as for Champlain and his successors, the
absence of gold and silver did not mean that "the
Kingdom of Saguenay" was only a folk legend. This
was the fabulous land of which the Indians talked with
infectious enthusiasm, whose subsoil, so they claimed,
hid incredible mineralogical treasures. Moreover, from
the moment that it was decided that Canada should be
a settled territory there was no longer any doubt that
the colony would have its own economic life. To arrive
at this it was necessary, by dint of patient struggle, to
overcome, one after the other, the many obstacles that
never completely disappeared: the length and rigour
of the winters, the difficulty of communication, the
vast extent of the forest, the lack of technicians and
capital, and last but among the most important, the
scarcity of cash. Indeed during the whole century and
a half that French domination lasted, the entire
economy of New France rested on paper money or
playing cards, and consequently on credit.

No one doubted that Canada was a rich country,
even those who saw it only as a source of pelts. It may
well be asked whether agricultural colonization could
ever have been achieved without trade. Whatever the
answer, every administrator of New France was deeply
concerned with the clearing and cultivation of the land.
If trade brought in more, it was none the less true that